Femoroacetabular impingement causes osteoarthritis of the hip by migration and micro-instability of the femoral head.
Femoroacetabular impingement is the condition whereby parts of the proximal femur mechanically collide with the acetabular rim leading to adjacent and contrecoup acetabular damage. Evidence is growing that at least for cam impingement, and perhaps less so for pincer impingement, there is a relation to the development of osteoarthritis. It has been demonstrated that surgery for impingement can improve function and decrease pain. Intuitively, it would then make sense that surgical intervention would prevent further degeneration. However, available literature to date cannot assure that it does. Therefore, the impingement itself seems not a sufficient cause to consistently cause osteoarthritis. For many years we have observed a phenomenon whereby the femoral head 'migrates' anteriorly and superiorly in the acetabulum in patients with cam impingement. The same, but less constant, can be observed in pincer impingement, where the head may migrate posteriorly and medially. Migration of the femoral head is known in the literature and seen as caused by, or as part of, osteoarthritis of the hip. We suggest that the migration is caused by the impingement, and that the femoral head wanders into the impingement-related area with cartilage damage. In cam impingement this may be anterolateral, in pincer impingement posteromedial. The effect must be a huge increase in compression forces, especially in cam impingement. The migration may even lead to, or be a sign of, micro-instability of the femoral head in the acetabulum, which may produce an increase in shear forces. We therefore hypothesise that impingement may lead to osteoarthritis by means of migration and the possible existence of micro-instability of the femoral head. Detecting and quantifying these phenomena seem of uttermost importance and may add a new dimension to conservative hip surgery.